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Abstract 
Refusing is a challenging act for both hearer and speaker even in interactions actualized in native language due to its intrinsically 
face threatening nature. Therefore it is thought to be a particularly difficult task in a second language in which learners may lack 
appropriate linguistic and pragmatic knowledge (Beebe, Takahashi, Uliss-Weltz, 1990). In order to appreciate how our learners 
develop their sources to fulfil refusals in English as the target language, we designed a longitudinal study that would track refusal
performances of a group of EFL learners throughout an academic year to detect important shifts, if any, in terms of their politeness 
strategy choices. As the parameter of shift in pragmatic knowledge of EFL learners, politeness strategies have been chosen since
they provide a concrete framework for observing and evaluating pragmatic performance of language users. For the study, the data
was collected from a group of Turkish EFL learners who were enrolled in a compulsory English preparatory program of a state 
university in Turkey. The researcher followed the course of the participants’ refusal productions with regular intervals for an eight-
month-period during which the participants were trained at four sequential language proficiency levels from starter to intermediate.  
As the data collection tool, DCTs and open role plays, which allowed both written and verbal data to be collected, were utilized. 
Though the data was qualitative in nature, it was arranged and represented in quantitative form to allow statistical analysis to be 
done. The findings of the study suggested that the participants’ refusal productions did not indicate considerable shifts in terms of 
their preferences for politeness strategies. Plausible explanations as well as pedagogical implications related to the main findings
will be discussed more in detail. 
© 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Peer-review under responsibility of the organizing committee of GlobELT 2016.
Keywords: Refusals; Politeness strategies; EFL learners; Pragmatic development 
* Corresponding author. 
E-mail address: tuba.demirkol@asbu.edu.tr 
 2016 Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons. rg/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the organizing committee of GlobELT 2016
793 Tuba Demirkol /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  232 ( 2016 )  792 – 799 
1. Introduction 
Development in language learners’ pragmatic knowledge has been a major concern for all stakeholders in foreign 
language education from language teachers to curriculum designers parallel to the introduction and integration of 
communicative language teaching (Kasper and Rose, 2001). As a natural consequence of this concern, studies in 
interlanguage pragmatics have been conducted widely in order to track how learners’ pragmatic competence develops 
over time and what factors are influential in this process. As its name suggests, interlangauge pragmatics may be 
defined briefly as ‘the study of how learners come to know how-to-say-what-to-whom-when’ (Bardovi-Harlig, 2013, 
p.68). Studies conducted in this area were both in EFL and ESL settings and executed from different perspectives with 
a range of sample characteristics that differ from each other in terms of age, exposure to target language input, study 
abroad experience, and the kind of instructional intervention. Though these studies were conducted with different 
aspects of research design, many of them shared a unique feature, which is their focus on the realization of speech 
acts by foreign/second language learners. Speech acts may have served as a popular framework for studies focusing 
on pragmatic ability of language learners because they are communicative acts already being realized by participants 
in their mother tongue and what participants are expected to achieve is simply to learn pragmalinguistic features and 
do suitable form-function mapping also in the target language. Additionally, since their impact (we mean the impact 
either on hearer and speaker or on both of them) may be decreased or intensified by social variables of Power, 
Distance, and Ranking of imposition as suggested by the Politeness Theory of Brown and Levinson (1987), speech 
acts have been widely of interest to researchers in this area. This study has been also influenced by this trend and it 
was conducted with a specific speech act -that is refusal- in focus.  
1.1. Refusals 
Refusals are intrinsically face threatening acts in which hearer’s expectation(s) is not met, thus her/his freedom of 
action is impeded (Campillo, 2009; Tanck, 2004). Refusals fall to the category of Directives and they require special 
instructional emphasis because learners need appropriate linguistic tools along with pragmatic awareness to express 
themselves satisfactorily while refusing due to its complex nature (Felix-Brasdefer, 2008; Campillo, 2009). When 
performed in a second language, they appear to be a real challenge for language learners due to the difficulty of 
achieving this act appropriately in a different culture (Beebe, Takahashi, Uliss-Weltz, 1990). Refusals emerge as a 
response to an initiating act which can be in the form of a request, suggestion, offer, or invitation done by another 
person (Gass and Houck, 1999). Refusals’ complex nature is attributed to the facts that they are shaped around social 
variables such as gender, age, economical power; they can be negotiated utilizing other speech acts, such as requests 
or promises; and the person to refuse has a broad array of alternatives to be presented as a reason for the act (Felix-
Brasdefer, 2004; Felix-Brasdefer, 2008; Gass and Houck, 1999). In order to soften the threatening nature of refusals, 
the person to refuse has to employ as many face saving maneuvers as possible (Gass and Houck, 1999, p. 49). Gass 
and Houck point out that refusals are realized around culturally bounded norms and a speaker needs to be aware of 
these norms along with the correct linguistic structures to fulfill or notice refusals appropriately. Due to its 
aforementioned complex nature, refusals serve to provide an appropriate context for second/foreign language learners 
to display their pragmatic competence by using various maneuvers not to offend their interlocutor.  
Felix-Brasdefer (2008) focused on cognitive processes a group of foreign language learners went through during 
their refusal performances. Immediate retrospective protocols were conducted with 20 advanced level second 
language learners of Spanish after they performed role plays with an equal level and higher level interlocutor. The 
analysis of the reports indicated that during execution of refusals, the participants were concerned mainly with finding 
an excuse/explanation for their refusal, which was accompanied by effort to be polite and offering a possible 
compromise. In terms of mechanical skills, the participants reported to pay attention particularly on the accuracy, 
which resulted in less complex language use. In addition, the participants’ judgment of pragmatic appropriateness 
about a possible set of turns in performing a refusal was found to be impressed mainly by their mother tongue habits 
rather than target culture’s norms. Relying on these findings, the researcher supported that even in study-abroad 
experiences, the students would need and utilize explicit instruction, rather than being left to depend on their individual 
inferences and observations. 
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Another study investigating EFL learners’ refusal performances and promoting the advantage of explicit treatment 
of language functions was conducted by Wannaruk (2008), who included three groups of participants: one from Thai 
native speakers, one from native Americans, and one from Thai EFL learners. The researcher stated the aim of the 
study as both comparing native Thai and American refusals and investigating the possible influence of Thai on the 
target language performances of the learners. The data was collected via DCTs which included refusals to invitations, 
suggestions, offers, and requests. The findings indicated that refusal performances in both Thai and American culture 
are marked with similarities rather than differences and the EFL learners with more advanced level of language 
proficiency reflected their appreciation of possible divergences into their refusal productions better. 
Among the numerous studies investigating language learners’ performances and/or judgments of refusals from 
different aspects, such as influence of length of residence in the target language environment on refusal performance 
of learners (Felix-Brasdefer, 2004) and refusals to different speech acts such as invitations offers, and requests (Silva, 
2003; Nelson, Carson, Al Batal, and El Bakary, 2002), this study’s scope of refusals has been confined to refusals in 
response to requests. 
2. Methodology 
Since this research aimed to understand possible shift in the pragmatic competence of the learners, it was designed 
as a production oriented study rather than judgment. The study was carried out with a group of EFL learners in Turkey, 
who were enrolled in a one-year compulsory preparatory program at a state university. The participants were chosen 
from this institution because the medium of instruction in their prospective majors was English and they were expected 
to manifest improvement in all language skills to be counted as successful in the final exam of this program. The data 
was collected from the participants during an entire academic year, with two months intervals and four times in total. 
There were 16 participants who regularly joined in data collection sessions and completed DCTs and act-outs. Their 
ages ranged between 17 and 19. Though there was an even gender distribution (8 girls and 8 boys), gender has not 
been counted among the variables in this study. The participants’ future majors were from different branches including 
engineering, law, finance, and business administration. 
2.1. Instruments 
Two types of data collection tools were used in this study. They were discourse completion test and open role-
plays. Discourse Completion Tests (DCTs), which expects participants to write down their possible answers to the 
scenarios given on a sheet (Billmyer and Varghese, 2000), has been abundantly used in the area of interlanguage 
pragmatics following a trend appeared thanks to Blum-Kulka and Olhstain’s study (1984). However, despite its 
popularity, an ongoing debate about advantages and disadvantages of DCTs has been always held in the literature 
(Billmyer and Varghese, 2000; Kasper and Dahl, 1991). As far as disadvantages concerned, DCTs are criticized on 
the ground that they cannot reflect features of real conversations such as turn-taking, speaker-listener coordination, 
paralinguistic elements (Kasper, 2000). Moreover, responses elicited by DCTs are stated to be the evidence of 
respondents’ awareness about what they should say considering contextual factors rather than being indicators of their 
actual performance (Golato, 2003; Kasper, 2000). Despite these and possible further concerns, their practicality has 
overweighed and they have kept their popularity as a data collection instrument.  
Considering all these limitations and with an effort to strengthen the design, another research instrument, which is 
open role-play, has been employed in this study, along with DCTs. Kasper and Dahl (1991) describe open role plays 
as the data collection technique where roles of subjects are specified appropriately in the given scenarios before the 
act-out but those subjects do not use prescribed utterances and need to negotiate the meaning through sequences to 
reach the desired end of, at least, one of the speakers. This kind of mutual construction of the conversation provides a 
real account of observing how participants manage the conversation and take turns to fulfil the target speech act in a 
natural way (Kasper and Dahl, 1991) rather than just showing their knowledge or awareness of appropriate strategies 
as in DCTs. 
The research question posed by this study was: 
1. What politeness strategies do the participants use while performing refusals in English? 
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2. What modification patterns do the participants use in their refusals in English? 
3. Data Analysis 
Having completed transcribing, the researcher utilized a refusal taxonomy to detect main refusal strategies, which 
will be also referred as head acts several times in the rest of the paper. Additionally, modification patterns (both 
internal and external) available in the participants’ productions were taken into consideration during the analysis. Due 
to their highly face threatening nature, refusals are realized by employment of different strategy types, which are often 
accompanied by adjuncts. The refusal strategy taxonomy mainly utilized in this study was used in Beebe, et. al.’s 
study (1990), which is a taxonomy widely referred in refusal studies (Nelson, et al. 2002; Felix-Brasdefer, 2004; Gass 
and Houck, 1999). However, the researcher also noticed a need for enriching the categories and utilized the work of Campillo 
(2009) and Wannaruck (2008) to compile a comprehensive refusal taxonomy covering both head acts and adjuncts. 
Table 1. Taxonomy of Refusal Strategies 
Level of directness Strategy Example 
Direct 
Bluntness / Performative No./ I refuse. 
Negation of proposition -I can’t, I don’t think so. 
-‘I won’t’ 
-I won’t be able to do it” 
Indirect 
Plain indirect It looks like I won’t be able to go.
Reason/Explanation I can’t. I have a doctor’s appointment.
Regret/Apology I’m so sorry! I can’t.
Alternative                                         a) 
Change option                             b) 
Change time (Postponement) 
-I would join you if you choose another restaurant. 
-I can’t go right now, but I could next week 
-I can do X instead of Y 
-Why don’t you do X instead of Y? 
Disagreement/Dissuasion/Criticis
m
Under the current economic circumstances, you should not be 
asking for a rise right now!
Statement of principle/Philosophy I can’t. It goes against my beliefs!
Avoidance                                                  -
Non verbal ignoring (silence)       -
Verbal (Hedging, Change topic, - 
Sarcasm, Joking) 
Well, I’ll see if I can.
Statement of Negative 
Consequence 
It is your grade, not mine. 
 Self Defense It is not because I don’t want to listen to your opinion. 
As can be seen from Table 1, the following are covered as the widely recognized adjuncts to refusals: 
x Positive opinion: ‘the speaker believes the invitation, offer, etc. to be a good one but cannot comply 
with it’ (Campillo, 2009, p.146) 
x Willingness: the speaker expresses his/her willingness but immediately completes the utterance with a 
refusal. 
x Gratitude: the speaker attempts to soften the refusal by expressing gratitude for the offer 
x Agreement: the speaker express his/her consent just before refusing the interlocutor 
x Empathy: ‘the refuser demands solidarity of the requester by soliciting his/her sympathy’ (Campillo, 
2009, p.146) 
x Promise: was added to the taxonomy as a new category and taken from Wannaruk (2008) to include 
adjuncts that promise for a more improved situation to happen in the future. 
4. Results and Discussion 
The initial analysis conducted for the participants’ refusal performances showed that the participants were fairly 
productive in their refusal performances, and they created significant amount of samples for refusal head acts (478 in 
total) throughout the study. In this section, the participants’ refusal performances across four different data collection 
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periods will be evaluated to detect what patterns or tendencies were displayed in their productions. The results obtained 
from the analysis done for refusals are presented in Table 2. 
Table 2. General Distribution of Refusal Strategies according to Different Data Collection Periods
 Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Period 4 Total 
Refusal Strategies N 
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
Reason 155 32.4 148 29.7 136 29.8 213 34.2 652 32.0 
Regret 123 25.7 126 25.3 90 19.7 114 18.3 453 22.8 
Negation 78 16.3 83 16.6 80 17.5 141 22.7 382 18.8 
Alternative 55 11.5 63 12.6 81 17.8 88 14.1 287 14.1 
Plain indirect 38 7.9 32 6.4 26 5.7 15 2.4 111 5.5 
Bluntness
/Performative 
21 4.4 17 3.4 21 4.6 34 5.5 93 4.6 
Statement of 
Negative
Consequence 
- - 3 .6 18 3.9 3 .5 24 1.2 
Avoidance 9 1.9 - - - - 4 .6 13 .6 
Criticism - - - - 3 .7 7 1.1 10 .5 
Total 478 100 472 100 455 100 620 100 2025 100 
From the results presented in Table 2 above, it is seen that a variety of refusal strategies were employed throughout 
the study. As indicated from the total accounts, the participants produced the most refusal strategies during the last 
data collection period. Four kinds of refusal strategies, which are Reason, Regret, Negation, and Alternative, were 
overused by the participants in comparison to the other strategies throughout the study. One common point of Reason, 
Regret, and Negation categories is that an increase was observed in their employment rates during the fourth period, 
despite the common decrease detected during the third period. When individual occurrence rates of other strategies 
are compared, it is noticed that rates of their occurrence followed a similar trend across the study. It means that these 
strategy types were produced in similar amounts in successive data collection periods without significant changes. In 
sum, the participants relied on the same refusal strategy types throughout the study regardless of the fact that the 
scenarios used in the last two periods were different from the ones used in the first two periods.  
Extract 1: Period 2/ Refusal/ Act-out/ Small Imposition/ Friend
S6: Excuse me. Can I help you….can you help me? 
S4: Why? 
S6: My computer was broken, important for me, and do you fix my computer? 
S4: I am sorry, I have an appointment. I meet my boyfriend. I can’t……I can’t you help….I can’t help you. 
Sorry. 
S6: Ok, can you make it another time, another days? 
S4: Al right. 
S6: Ok, thank you. 
Extract 1 illustrates is an explanatory case of how the participants typically actualized their refusals throughout the 
study. In this extract, when the participant faces a request from her friend, she first apologizes as a signal of her refusal. 
Then, she explains her reason, which is another refusal head act on its own because expressing a reason upgrades the 
strength of the refusal. And her act is completed with one more apology, by clearly stating that she cannot help.  
In addition to these strategies, as stated above, Alternative was also a popular refusal head act for the participants 
and its employment rate slightly increased in each data collection period from the very beginning. On the contrary, 
Plain indirect is seen to be used less and less in each successive period. Additionally, depending on its similar 
occurrence rate across the study, Bluntness strategy -which was actualized by the word ‘No’- was thought to be an 
indispensable refusal strategy for some of the participants. One more strategy displaying a unique distribution is 
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Statement of negative consequence. It was seen that the participants produced most of these self-defense expressions 
(18 out of 24) in the third data collection period, while it was produced in notably small amounts during the second 
and fourth data collection periods and it was not used in the first data collection at all. Regarding directness, the 
participant’ strategy productions indicate that they tended to balance their attitude by blending Direct (Negation) and 
Indirect strategies (Reason and Regret) in their refusal performances throughout the study. 
4.1. Internal Modification Patterns in Refusals throughout the Study 
The initial analysis of internal modification devices for refusals in Phase 1 showed that the participants employed 
a variety of modification types in their refusal head acts, though their individual amounts were pretty limited. In order 
to check how the participants achieved this mitigation throughout the study, the overall distribution of these samples 
is presented in Table 3.  
Table 3. General Distribution of Internal Modification Devices in Refusal Strategies according to Different Data Collection Periods
 Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Period 4 Total 
Internal
Modification Type 
N
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
Intensifier 62 44.6 43 40.2 47 59.5 80 63.5 232 51.6 
Hedge 42 30.2 11 10.3 4 5.1 4 3.2 60 13.3 
Understater 15 10.8 16 15.0 5 6.3 2 1.6 38 8.4 
Camarederie 
/Adress term 
12 8.6 15 14.0 7 8.9 - - 34 7.6 
Lexical adverbs 4 2.9 12 11.2 - - 27 21.4 43 9.6 
Mental State 
Predicate 
3 2.2 8 7.5 16 20.3 12 9.5 39 8.7 
Appealer 1 .7 - - - - - - 1 .2 
Cajoler - - 2 1.9 - - 1 .8 3 .7 
Total 138 100 107 100 79 100 126 100 450 100 
Table 3 shows that most of the internal modification devices observed throughout the study came from the category 
of Intensifier (%51,6). Interestingly, a significant decrease was observed in the amount of Hedges towards the end of 
the study. Except for Mental state predicates- which was used twice as many as in the third period- and Intensifiers –
which was used slightly more in the third period-, a decrease was observed in all types of internal modification tools 
used in refusals during the third data collection period.  
Overall, the participants mainly preferred Intensifier as a basic means of modifying their refusals, and a significant 
increase in the occurrence rates intensifiers in the fourth data collection was observed (an increase from 47 to 80 in 
total). The data analysis showed that the samples in this category were mainly comprised of two types of lexical items, 
which are ‘very’ and ‘a lot of’’. The strategies in which these intensifiers were mostly produced were found to be 
particularly Reason and Regret. The fact that Intensifer was actualized mainly by two lexical items, which are very
and a lot of, supports the impression of the researcher that the participants did not have enough practice in their 
education to automatize and use alternative vocabulary for communicative purposes. 
The distribution of the next category, Hedges, displayed an unusual performance, because the rates for this category 
per data collection period decreased significantly across the study. Interestingly, the participants were observed to 
produce the biggest number of hedges in the first data collection period (42 out of 60), and its rate decreased 
significantly in the following periods. A closer look at the data showed that the main type of hedge used by the 
participants in this study was the word ‘(an)other,’ and it was mostly produced in the refusal strategy of Alternative. 
Similarly, a steady decrease in number was observed of Understater and Camaraderie across the study. The most 
frequent lexical items involved in the category of Understater were ‘a little’ and ‘enough’ during the first two data 
collection periods, and the participants did not prefer to use either of these expressions or any other understater in the 
following periods. Regarding camaraderie and address terms, it was recognized that the participants uttered ‘my 
friend’ and ‘my teacher’ quite often in the first data collection, but its amount decreased drastically from 23 to 0 in 
the last data collection timeline. One category that displayed a steady increase in number was Lexical adverbs, for 
which the participants used three types of words, which are ‘maybe’, ‘unfortunately’, and ‘perhaps’. Finally, Mental 
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state predicate is another category for which the participants mainly produced the samples of mostly ‘I think’ and a 
few ‘I believe,’ especially before they employed an Alternative as a refusal strategy. 
4.2. External Modification Patterns in Refusals throughout the Study 
Analyses of adjuncts to head acts in refusal performances of the participants were done by following the same 
order in the previous sections. The first analysis was conducted to see what types of peripheral moves were produced 
by the participants throughout the study. The results presented in Table 4 below show us the developmental path 
displayed in the use of external modification devices in refusal performances.  
Table 4. General Distribution of External Modification Devices in Refusal Strategies according to Different Data Collection Periods
 Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Period 4 Total 
External
Modification Types 
N
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
N
f
%
Agreement 14 82,4 30 68,2 10 43,5 11 31,4 65 54,6 
Willingness 2 11,8 6 13,6 2 8,7 9 25,7 19 16,0 
Empathy 1 5,9 8 18,2 11 47,8 15 42,9 35 29,4 
Total 17 100 44 100 23 100 35 100 119 100 
Table 4 shows that there was not a significant increase in the total occurrence rates of external modification devices 
across the data collection periods. The increase observed in the second period leaves its place to a fifty percent decrease 
in the third period and the total number shows a slight increase in the fourth period again. The category of Agreement 
that was the main adjunct type during the first two data collection periods showed a sharp decrease in the third data 
collection period. The other adjunct type, Emphaty that was actualized by the participants mostly via the expressions 
of ‘I know but…’, ‘I understand but…’.  , displayed a slight but steady increase throughout the study. The distribution 
of Willingness expressions seemed quite unstable throughout the study. 
5. Conclusion 
The analysis of the participants’ initial refusal performances indicated that Reason and Negation were among the 
top refusal strategies produced at this phase. Along with Reason and Negation, Regret was identified to be one of the 
most preferred strategies by the participants at the beginner level. In terms of directness, Negation belongs to the major 
category of Direct strategies and its popularity in the beginner level learners’ responses partly matches to the results 
of Codina-Espurz’s study (2013), who reported that the beginner level learners in his cross-sectional study 
outperformed the other proficiency groups in terms of direct strategy use. The findings of our study also run parallel to 
Codina-Espurz’s study in terms of indirect refusal strategy use because Reason and Regret were reported to be the among the 
most preferred Indirect strategies for their beginner level EFL learners’ target language productions as well as the other groups.
Since, to the knowledge of the researcher, no other study researching internal modification tools produced by 
beginner level EFL learners in refusals exists, the findings that Intensifiers and Hedges were preferred lexical devices 
should be evaluated as preliminary and in need of further support. A closer inspection of the data leads us also to the 
mother tongue influence in these preferences of the participants since they also achieved internal modification of 
Turkish refusals by the very same lexical means. The finding that Agreement was the most preferred external 
modification tool is contradictory to the finding of Codina-Espurz (2013), who found Willingness as the most 
preferred refusal adjunct in the refusal productions of his beginner level participants.  
The overall analysis for the refusal strategies was not indicative of a significant shift in the types of refusal head 
acts produced by the participants. The finding that the most preferred strategies in this study were generally the same 
with the ones reported in previous research (Codina-Espurz, 2013; Sadler & Eröz, 2001) corroborate the idea that 
these strategy types, especially the categories of Regret and Explanation, are cross-culturally important and preferred 
by the speakers regardless of the language used. The participants kept their tendency to use Intensifier over the other 
types of internal modification tools in refusals throughout the study. The popularity of the Intensifier category is 
supportive of the study of Ren (2013), who explored the influence of context on the internal modification productions 
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of Chinese EFL learners and reported Intensifier among the frequent internal modification tools for his participants. 
As stated before, the types of external modification devices were pretty limited due to the nature of refusals and the 
participants in this study opted only for three kinds of adjuncts throughout the study. Among them, Agreement 
remained as the most popular refusal mitigator and no significant change was observed in the individual and overall 
productions of these external modification devices. To sum up, throughout the study, the participants were observed 
to prefer their refusals via the same strategy types and modification patterns, which should be accepted as indicative 
of the need for explicit instruction targeting specific speech acts.  
Before concluding, there are several points to mention as limitations of this study. This study was conducted with 
a specific learner group enrolled in a compulsory preparatory program and we need to keep in mind that this group of 
learners whose number was quite restricted may be far from representing the general learner population in Turkey.  
Another limitation is about the data collection timeline. Even though we have tried to conduct this study with a 
longitudinal design, we had to restrict data collection to four periods throughout the year. If we had the chance to 
observe their performances more frequently via more varied tasks, we could better appreciate their development.  
In conclusion, the field of pragmalinguistic research is in need of further studies addressing the limitations mentioned above.
In addition to aforementioned points, studies researching the relationship between grammatical and pragmatic development 
deeply and the research about how foreign language teachers can manage explicit instruction will be welcomed in the area. 
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